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The administration of US President George W. Bush has certified that Colombia is meeting the
required human rights standards for release of US$42 million in military aid, despite strong
disagreement from human rights organizations. In an equally controversial decision, the US
resumed aerial spraying of coca fields, despite reports from Colombian governors in the affected
areas and the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) that the spray causes health problems and
destroys legitimate crops. Before the State Department released its report on human rights, three
leading human rights organizations said the US should withhold more military aid to Colombia
because its armed forces failed to meet the congressionally imposed conditions on delivery of the
aid.
In a letter to US Secretary of State Colin Powell, Amnesty International USA (AIUSA), Human
Rights Watch (HRW), and the Washington Office on Latin America (WOLA) said the Colombian
military had failed to suspend officers responsible for serious rights abuses or cooperate with
civilian authorities in prosecuting or punishing them. They also said the military had not ended its
support of right-wing paramilitary groups. In addition, the Colombian government has backed an
effort by Attorney General Luis Camilo Osorio to dismiss pending investigations and prosecutions
of military officers accused of serious human rights abuses.
"Not only has Colombia, once again, failed to meet even the minimum standard necessary to satisfy
the human rights conditions, but its level of compliance has deteriorated markedly," the letter said.
"We urge you to deny the human rights certification to Colombia and instead insist that it make
convincing and demonstrable reforms before receiving any additional funds.
The US is providing Colombia with almost US$400 million in military aid this fiscal year, of
which US$104 million was subject to the conditions. In a controversial decision last May, the State
Department certified that the conditions were met to disburse about US$63 million, or 60% of the
total.
On Sept. 9, the Bush administration cleared the release of the remaining $42 million after the State
Department certified that Colombia had met the conditions and was doing enough to prevent
abuses of human rights. Colombian Defense Minister Martha Lucia Ramirez underlined the
importance of the State Department's recognition of progress and said the money would allow
the military to more effectively combat the guerrillas. "This certification for the security forces in
Colombia clears the way for us to use Plan Colombia resources not only in anti-drug trafficking
operations, but also in operations against terrorist groups," Ramirez said.
The certification was assailed by William Schulz, AIUSA executive director. "To say that Colombia
has complied with human rights conditions is nothing short of a farce," Schulz said, adding that
the ties between the Colombian military and the paramilitary groups persist. "These brutal groups
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have ties to Colombian military and units that have benefitted from US funding in the past, making
the US party to the injustices suffered by Colombian civilians on a daily basis," Schulz said. "By
continuing to provide military aid to Colombia, the US is once again sending the dangerous
message that human rights are niceties that are completely dispensable when the going gets tough."
"Providing additional funds at this point is particularly dangerous," said Schulz. "President Alvaro
Uribe, only one month into his term, has created an environment that further empowers a military
force already acting with impunity."
Jose Miguel Vivanco, executive director of HRW/Americas, said, "All the evidence we have been
able to collect consistently shows there has been a deterioration in human rights in Colombia since
May." As evidence of the lack of progress, human rights organizations point to army Gen. Rodrigo
Quinones, who was removed from command but remains on duty despite evidence he did nothing
to prevent paramilitary forces from hacking to death 27 civilians with machetes in Chengue in early
2001. Quinones was appointed attache in the Colombian Embassy in Israel, giving him a raise and a
higher pension, said the AIUSA's Eric Olson. Sen. Patrick J. Leahy (D-VT) protested the certification,
saying he was concerned about reports of links between the brigade and the paramilitaries. "We
do not want to repeat the experience of El Salvador, when we, in effect, provided training and
equipment to death squads," he said.
On Sept. 10, the Confederacion General de Trabajadores Democraticos de Colombia (CGTD)
condemned the additional military aid. The union, one of the largest in the country, said that it
supports a negotiated settlement of the conflict and that the priority should be social investment to
create effective mechanisms for a redistribution of wealth. CGTD secretary Julio Roberto Gomez
said if the aid were to build schools and create jobs, it would be welcome, but not if it supports the
development of a conflict whose only solution can be political negotiation.

US says chemical spraying safe
With the support of the Colombian government, the US began a new round of aerial spraying of
coca and poppy fields in late July, despite strong opposition from several governors in the affected
areas and reports that the spraying causes skin rashes and other ailments, as well as contaminating
water and destroying legal crops. Under a provision sponsored by Sen. Leahy, Congress required
the State Department, in consultation with the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), to certify
that use of the pesticide glyphosate does "not pose unreasonable risks or adverse effects to humans
or the environment."
On Sept. 5, Secretary of State Powell certified that he had found that the chemicals posed no
such risks. The 180- page report to Congress included analyses from the State Department, the
Department of Agriculture, and the EPA. "Glyphosate poses minimal health risks to humans and
animals, is environmentally benign, and degrades rapidly in soil and water," Agriculture Secretary
Ann M. Veneman said in a letter to Powell included in the report.
The EPA's assessment was far more cautious, noting that it had been unable to conduct direct
research in Colombia and relied only on State Department-provided data. Aerial application of the
herbicide and inert substances that help it stick to the coca plants may cause "acute eye irritation"
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in humans, drift on to "non-target plants," and have different reactions in Colombia's tropical
ecosystem than in the US, the EPA said. The EPA warned that continued use of a glyphosate spray
"is likely to pose a risk" to local vegetation as well as the illegal drug crops. The EPA suggested that
the State Department "consider using an alternate glyphosate product" with lower toxicity. The
State Department said it would begin using a new mixture as soon as possible; meanwhile, spraying
would continue with the higher toxicity mix.
Critics say it is irresponsible to continue spraying, in light of the EPA's findings. Colombia Report
said the plan to switch products would have little or no effect on the toxicity of the herbicide mix. It
said counternarcotics officials in Colombia had announced they intend to increase the concentration
of glyphosate used in the herbicide mix by 25%, not only offsetting any benefit of spraying a less
toxic product, but actually making it more toxic.
US says fumigation will bring results US officials said that, if the expanded fumigation program
was sustained, it could make substantial inroads against Colombia's coca growing. "We believe that
this is an extremely important program, and that we will achieve positive results by the end of the
year," said Paul Simons, acting assistant secretary of state for international narcotics matters. It said
the program meets US regulatory standards and is conducted in a way to address complaints of
citizens who claim their health or their crops have been harmed. Although the US has spent US$1.7
billion since 1999 in Colombia to combat drugs, the amount of coca increased 25% from 2000 to 2001,
according to US government estimates.
Reports by the General Accounting Office (GAO) and the State Department also concluded that USfinanced efforts to help campesinos find alternative crops that would provide them a livelihood had
also failed. "After nearly US$2 billion, our policy in Colombia has accomplished little," said Sen.
Leahy. Complaints in Colombia The aerial spraying has brought more than 1,000 complaints from
Colombians who say their food crops have been damaged, causing a scarcity of food, or their health
affected by the herbicide.
Community leaders say the spraying has further impoverished people who turned to coca because it
was the only option to provide for their families. Putumayo Gov. Ivan Guerrero said he opposes the
spraying because it endangers the health of those living near the fumigations and it also undermines
the manual-eradication efforts begun within the framework of a program to promote alternative
development. The government of Andres Pastrana (1998-2002) reached agreement with campesinos
that they would replace their drug crops with legal alternatives in exchange for financing for
alternative agricultural projects, as part of Plan Colombia.
Gov. Parmenio Cuellar of Narino said the chemicals used in this new phase of spraying are "much
more toxic, and cause more harm to the local communities." He said illegal drug crops are the
response by dirt-poor campesinos to decades of total neglect by the state. "We must work with the
communities in question to manually eradicate the drug crops, while promoting a comprehensive
process of reform, to truly provide campesinos with alternative livelihoods," said Cuellar. He added
that he found it "surprising that the decisions are made not by the Colombian government, but by
the US State Department."
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The Colombian nongovernmental organization Consultoria para los Derechos Humanos y el
Desplazamiento (Codhes) said that 36,000 coca growers were affected last year by the fumigations,
"causing a social problem that is not solved with bandaid relief aid and criminalization of the
weakest link in the drug-trafficking chain." Hundreds of campesinos have suffered respiratory
illnesses and abandoned their parcels of land in Putumayo because of the fumigation.
"Campesinos are leaving their small farms by the dozens heading for the inner cities and for
Ecuador," said Leandro Romo, people's advocate in Valle del Guamuez in Putumayo. Romo said he
had toured various villages where he witnessed the damage to fields of cocoa, corn, bananas, and
yucca, as well as to the pastures for grazing. "A situation of social chaos is brewing there, and we
hope the governments of Colombia and the US take note of this matter."

-- End --
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